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EIGHTEEN

TOSHIO SUZUKI

Owner/Chef, Sushi Zen, New York City

Having great interest in the philosophy of Buddhism, Toshio
Suzuki applies his cooking with these influences to his Japanese
cuisine. For ten years, Toshio Suzuki studied the concept and history
of the Edo style of sushi, the modern style that was developed in the
Edo period during the mid-eighteenth century. He then went on to
practice the skills of ikezukuri, a form of sashimi presentation where
live fish are prepared swiftly and presented to the guest while still
alive. Suzuki began his professional career at the age of 19, under the
guidance of Master Chef Nakanori in Tokyo.

Toshio Suzuki takes an intellectual, spiritual, and scientific
approach to cooking. The result is the harmony of umami. Toshio
Suzuki opened his restaurant Sushi Zen in New York City in 1983.
Since then, he has been serving traditional Japanese sushi and cuisine,
with its rich history and philosophy supporting each dish.
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Influences

When | was in elementary school, | wanted to become a
Buddbhist priest so badly, but it was not meant to be.

ostwar reconstruction in Japan was slow, and in Tokyo there

was still great disparity among elementary schools in terms of

wealth. | just went headlong in the direction the world was
taking me. It’s still true now. Since my family members were
tradesmen, one of my elementary school teachers told me to learn a
trade so that [ would always be sure to have enough to eat. That’s how
I got into cooking.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Japan was at the peak of its rapid
growth. Work was demanding. Although I wasn’t dissatisfied with my
job on a daily basis, | knew that | would never see the world if |
stayed in Japan and worked at one place. It just happened that | had
met this cute American girl, and she was very friendly. | thought,
“The Americans are such sweet people. Let me go and see for
myself.” 1 was 26 or 27. That meeting turned into a chance to break
free of my job and come to America.

At that time, | was also hospitalized for one or two days for stress.
In the bed next to me was an American, and | discovered that he had
the same stress-related symptoms as | did. As we talked, we found that
we were kindred spirits. When he asked, “Why don’t you come to
New York?” it was like adding fuel to the fire. Those two meetings
changed my life.

After coming to New York City in the winter of 1972, | started
working and gained considerable knowledge of Japanese cooking. At
the time, there were really only a few high-class Japanese restaurants
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frequented by people in the import-export business who wanted to get
information about Japan. They were like little communities who kept
to themselves. But ordinary Americans had no knowledge of Japanese
cuisine other than tempura and sukiyaki. Those were the days before
sushi.

During that time, | had a lot of pent-up energy and often felt like
getting away. So with New York as my home base, | went all over
Eastern and Western Europe. Then | traveled to Asia. Because of the
war in Vietnam, | didn’t go to China or countries around there. I
traveled to a lot of places around the world, came back to New York,
and then went away again.

For me, traveling is about self-discovery.

In the North African desert, | saw a traditional tagine pot made of
heavy clay. I thought, “How brilliant.” It is probably the original tool
used for steaming food. | discovered that the people there have great
cooking techniques and great wisdom. As | traveled, | often saw
similarities in cultures—the way people eat soba in Tibet is similar to
how we eat it in Japan. So before | knew it, | had learned many new
things about cooking and food. | saw a lot that inspired me. In going
to all these places | tasted what it was to have a worldview, but 1 still
returned to live and cook in New York.

Career Path
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1 felt that if I didn’t open a restaurant in the most competitive
place in the world—New York City—then I wouldn’t truly find
myself.

While working at a bunch of different restaurants and watching the
customers, | thought to myself, “Next time I’'m going to go out on my
own.” That’s how I came to open Sushi Zen. Until then I had always
been traveling to seek my own path, and | went to all kinds of
churches and temples and did a lot of reading on my own. But in
reality, in order to know myself, | needed to challenge myself to see
what kind of ability | had.

Religion and philosophy are important when searching for the true
nature of one’s life, but I think that living here in New York and
making a living helped me know “wisdom and determination.” New
York is, for me, the dojo—the place where | will attain enlightenment.
The reason | came here was to search for my own existence.
Philosophically, the awareness of spirituality doesn’t mean a thing if it
doesn’t affect us within the actions of daily life. For me, spirituality
was practice and performance, not just thought. I thought that it was
better if 1 developed and discovered what was inside me. By building
a firm foundation, | had the strength to change direction when | ran
into life’s tough challenges.

Cuisine

Thinking about ingredients flexibly can lead to important
discoveries.
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In the early days of Sushi Zen, sushi was still for a very small
group of people. Their way of eating, the anatomy of their mouths,
and their eating habits were all different from those in Japan. When
Americans here ate sushi, it got stuck on the roofs of their mouths. |
tried eating sushi the same way as Americans did and it happened to
me, too! While | was thinking about how to prevent this, | happened
to be making an uramaki, or “reverse roll,” on a saiku (decorative)
sushi plate. When my customers tried the reverse roll, they thought it
was great, and it just took off. Then I had another idea. | really liked
American hamburgers at the time, and | remembered that this place
called White Castle had sesame seeds on the buns. I thought, “Oh
yeah, that’s the ticket!” So I started putting sesame seeds on the
outside of the reverse roll and placing the garnish on the inside.

I noticed something about what New Yorkers eat. | happened to
pick up on it and further develop it. Just a little change in direction
ended up having a huge impact on me. | think that observation and
raising questions will always lead to the solution. That experience
with sushi was really useful to me when the restaurant was going
through hard times.

During the 1970s, | must have come up with 150 different types of
rolls. I don’t really know, but sometimes I feel like I’'m the originator
of today’s inside-out roll! Maybe yes, maybe no, but many of those
rolls that I came up with years ago are now a menu staple at almost
every sushi restaurant today, so | guess that is the silver lining or
blessing in disguise. Whether I’'m happy about it or not, I can’t say
because the reviews in Zagat give the impression that we specialize
only in makimono rolls. When Sushi Zen first moved to this location
on 44th Street off of 6th Avenue in Manhattan, it was tough. We
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didn’t have a big enough advertising budget to dispel that notion, but I
am glad that we are so popular.

Although | absorbed all of the different western trends and
fashions, I am still Japanese, and I can’t remove myself from
that society.

I love Japanese culture and history. Over the last 20 years, I’ve
traveled all over Japan to the shrines, temples, marketplaces,
museums, and historical landmarks, seeking out the traditional sushi
that | was originally taught, and other Japanese cuisine. As a result of
offering fish-cutting demonstrations and other Japanese food-
preparation workshops through the non-profit organization The Gohan
Society, I’ve been able to get close to some of New York’s top chefs
and share what | know about Japanese culture and history, as well as
my own experiences. In this way, I’ve found a new path through life.

When chefs make a dish by finding something from within
themselves, they become more motivated. My motivation—my
mission—is to communicate to people that Japanese culture has a
singular uniqueness in the world. And | want every chef to have his or
her own philosophy and not be carried away by superficial trends. |
believe it’s important to look closely and carefully at preparation,
ingredients, and customers with one’s full attention. For example,
making sure that everything is clean is my duty as the person who
makes the food. Then, as part of the daily routine, | face the customer
with full awareness. | make recommendations by reading the
customer’s body type and thinking about seasonality, and then I
develop menu items, especially for that customer.
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Training

At Sushi Zen, we don’t have a training manual that explains
how to create a dish or a menu.

The chef’s inspiration must come from within. At the beginning of
a chef’s career, it’s okay for him or her to just imitate what’s being
done. However, when chefs make a dish by finding something from
within themselves, they become more motivated. For example, as part
of a chef’s daily routine at Sushi Zen, he or she must make an
appetizer. We demonstrate some techniques for not wasting scraps and
how to use leftover bits, but it is up to the chef to create the dish—it
can be anything. Even if what he or she comes up with is useless, we
continue to make suggestions. It’s my experience that this chef will
discover something as he or she makes the dish. After the dish is
finished, I’ll take a look at it, and then I’ll make it. By trying and
watching, that person’s capacity grows. Right now, for me, it is really
fun to observe these young chefs learn.

I learned this same training technique when I attended the original
Sogetsu School of lkebana to learn flower arrangement. I wasn’t even
19 yet, but | found that their ways of teaching really helped me later
on. For example, when | opened Sushi Zen, | would make the flower
arrangements. Then | asked the manager to do it. In the beginning,
learning how to arrange flowers was really hard for all of us. But each
manager took a turn. Gradually, all of the managers were able to
create their own original arrangements.

In the beginning, the chefs at Sushi Zen base their work on my
advice. Then, before they realize it, they become more self-reliant, and
the work becomes their own. It’s probably a good process for them,
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and it also serves to grow my restaurant. There’s synergy on many
levels. | like the attitude that making the restaurant successful is not
just up to me alone. We all make it happen. I guess it’s a Japanese
way of thinking.

After work on New Year’s Day we do a big cleanup in the
restaurant, from the floors to the utensils, the cookware—the
whole environment. We clean the entire place.

New Year’s Day is the day that sums up the entire year, so we
follow this Japanese tradition. We clean everything, from the cutting
boards to the utensils to the refrigerator. This approach to training may
look very tough, but young chefs need the structure of it. Today’s
young people tend to lack that spirit of self-reliance. Self-reliance is
something you have to see for yourself, and must attain on your own.
As chefs, they have to ask themselves if they are really doing this
work for the art of cooking or if they’re doing it because they think
New York is a temporary home. If this work is just one part of their
life, then making a living, as a ritual, feels like a kind of punishment.

Tools

We honor tools. Among the most important is the hocho, the all-
purpose utility knife.
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Each chef purifies his own knives and cutting boards with his own
salt and saké to show gratitude. We chefs have the samurai spirit in
our minds, so we always sharpen and polish our knives with care. We
do it alone and each of us does it differently. When we perform the
ritual, we are also “burnishing the heart," so we can cut and slice and
chop with skill.

The way a chef sharpens his knives is very revealing. If the chef
rests the knife on top of the cutting board while sharpening it, the
entire character of that person is projected. I say to myself, “Oh, I get
it—this chef is one of those who are probably not going to be around
here for long.” It’s one way I observe people. Just like a highly
esteemed warrior, part of what makes a chef is how much care he or
she takes with the knives and how they are sharpened and used. If a
knife is not sharpened correctly or is not used in the right way, then it
is useless in Japanese cooking. That’s really why this knife ritual
should be done by each person in his or her own way, because each
person has a different attitude and spirit.

A Day in the Life

In business, | have had some really terrible times.

When Sushi Zen was still on 46th Street, we came close to
bankruptcy. | was in denial about it, but it was the decision handed
down by the American judge that saved me. Even after so many years,
I recall him saying, “We are here to protect your business.” I still get
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emotional when | think about the words of that man. They changed
my view of human nature and got me through the really hard times.

If it weren’t for my bonds with friends and their support, I would
not be here today. During those hard times, | do not think that | had
the determination to say, “I’m going through with this.” T have been
helped in so many ways by so many people. It is the individual things
that people have said and the encounters with them that have kept me
going. The truth might be hidden inside a “bad outcome” or a “good
outcome.” I am aware of the people and events that created my path,
and now | am extremely grateful.

I am filled with gratitude to be in New York every day. New York
has the depth of heart and is the Zen temple and the spiritual dojo of
my life. It is home to the masters and teachers who have guided me
and showed me my existence and potential. The bonds with these
people mean I’m not alone. New York helped me recognize anew the
beauty of Japan. As a chef | interact and chat with customers—mnot just
with Americans, but with people from around the world. If | have
visited a country where the customers live, | feel an affinity with them
and a desire to create something special for them based on my
experiences there. This is the most amazing and joyful thing. It is the
motivation that has gotten me this far.
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Did you enjoy this mini memoir? If so please email us your opinion at
don@dongabor.com.

The retail price for Chef’s Choice is $19.95.

Korin’s discounted price is $15! Click Here
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